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ABSTRACT

Thls study 1nvesflgates the pattern of teacher
questlonlng regardlng three elements: sequence, student respoandent,
and cognitive process. The rationale for this type of teaching rests

.on the claims for teaching students the process of critical
(reflective) thinking. In this type of teaching it is necessary to
-have data before the students. Only then is the teacher to ask the
students for conclusions. Six cogunitive processes, which .the
respondent is *o perform as sQlicited by the question, are
identified: (1) defining; (2) interpreting; (3) fact stating; (4)

~explaining; (5) opining; and (6) justifyind. Classroom observation

- indicates that teachers are more likely to have a question and answer
exchange with one student at'a time rather than broadening the
interaction into group discussion. The 1mp11cat10ns of this study are
that teachers need help in creative guestioning in order to e11c1t
thoughtful reasoning and response from students. (JD)
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With just a casual visi; to the local elementary school or
bigh school, an observer quickly notices that question asking is
a common phenomenon in the classroom, A formallvisit;yields
observational data to convince even-the strongest of dqubters
about this phendmenon of claésroom teéching. ‘Fith pad. and pencil-
and a focus on the flow of the 'discourse it is possible to re~
cord specifically what the teachef and students}qre doing as they
interact vgrbally. Thus,Athe issue for the obsééver-is not

whether there is question asking but rather what is the pattern

of teacher questioning in the classroom.

As-with bther.aspects of life, meaning about é set of events
comes when a general picture is drawn which relates those events
té each other and to othep sets of events. It is.not enough
just to know.that teachers ask questions, To understand teach-
ing in the clasgroom it is‘neéeég;ry/to know what kinds of
questions teaéhers'ask, in what sequence, in what propoftion as
éompared to students, to whom, énd for what apparent or inferred

reasons. By understanding teaching'baSed on such kﬁowledge; it

‘is then possible to relate teaching to curriculum, to school

organizational structure, and to societal expectations about
schooling and to purposes for schooling. 1t is then-possiﬁlg

to,help_teachers change their classroom activity if it is de-

. s8ired in order to bring Logether the hultiple aspects of teach~

ing and schooling, - '2-
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j The determination of a pattern of questioning 1is important
not oniy for the observer-analyst but also, and perhaps even

|

que 80, fof the teacher, Teachers, when requested to eéti—
&ate how many questions on the average they ask when teaching,
’generally underestimate the amount significantly. Reseérch

,Eshows that the number of teacher questions per half hour
granges from 45-150, yet teachers estimate only 12-20.L The
;recognition of af/pattern within those questionSAis obviously
all ‘the more diff\lcult to cowe by, yet necessary, if the

teacher is to understaqp what is going on in.the classroom.

That a pattern'existé in a teacher's classrobm~activity
1s a fact long establi#ﬁed by the common sense term "teacher
style"” and one confirwed by recent-research.zg it is also |
true that different patterns arise within classrooms and have
different.effects. This is so in regard to»nonverbal be-
haviof:as well as to teacher questionihg.A An example not fé-
lated fq questioning'alles us to recogniie this point-clearly:
teachers who generally cifculate among their students in an
open classrpom as the étudentsudo their projects develop a
warmer felatithhip with the students than teacher§ in
' L;regular classréoms.3 yet, if teachers do not know what
ngattern their aétivity-develops, it is impossible to identi-
ffft?e\effécts éf teaching and to decide what future action
to-téke. Again, for example, whaﬁ action should teachers
take if they wish to be warmer with the students? Should
o teachers changn Lheir methods of teaching if they wish to
foster studgnt questioning? What ‘can and should teachers do

“who wish to aﬁk fewer questionstw.What kinds of questions in
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questions per .half hour;

..‘3:..‘

wﬂéc sequence will yield an inductive procedura/which permits

students to draw generalizations for themsbelves?

. : /
To observe classroom questioning is to ﬁocus on the

teacher, Teachers ask many more Questions S%an students and
devote more of their pedagogical moves to qéeéfioning than

anything else. In high school, teachers agk apout 87%/6f the
substantive questions (that ié, questionsfdirectly dn the

content under study) while students ask only about 13%.4

High school teachers devote about 47% of their pedégdgical
. ’ \ ;. y

moves to 501iciting,5 which includes questidﬁing and giving
directions, while first grade teachers devote\61%6. “Ln
jﬁnior high school teacher soiicicing moves constitute 32,.3%
of all classroom moves whereas_in‘higﬁ school they constitute.
28;8%7. Contrary to what some peopleibelievé, sﬁudents ask
féﬁzquestions in the classroom: (L) Dodi f0und'£hat of 43,531
"behavior incidénts” in his study only 728 were student
questions;8 (2) high school students devote only 11% of their
pedagogical moves to questioning9 whilelfirst grade students

. . 1 . _'
devote 14,6% to questioning; ?_§3) students ask less than two
11 ' |

s

and in junior high.sehOOL pupils

12

ask fewer questions than high school students. In general,

.then, in high 8cﬁool,'junior high school, and eiementary,

school, the teacher asks more questions than the students.

These data allowing the observer.tb focus on the teacher
simplify soméwhat the task of determining a pattern in the
classroom. Indeed, they indicéte the first outlines of a

pattern for they show that ovefall, in the classroom it is

4
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the teacher who asks questic.s on the topic under study.
To exemine these teacher questions for a pattern a three-part

framework is necessary and adequate.

13

k13 system of analysis it is possi-

'First, via the_Bellac
:5ie to categorize six cognitive processes which the respondent \
is to performkasysolicited by ththQgstion. vThe six.cete-
gories, falling into three groups sreh(l) Defining and (2)
Interoreting in the Analytic group, (3) Fact stating and (4)
Explaining in the Empiricai;group,\end (5) Opining and (6) Justi-
fying ln the Evaluatlve group. In each group the second type
listed is the more complex than Fact Stating in that there is
comparing of facts, giving ‘reasons for events, and showing
the effects of events on other events.f In short, in Explaining.
there.is a focus on relationships, and this focus constitutes
naking Exolaininé more complex than Facé Stating° The Cate-
gorizing of questlons into these coznitlve processes ylelds
data to describe, in one important way, what kinds of questlons

\,r"
'

teachers ask,

\\
\

Second, via the concepts:og'plateaus qﬁestioning and-
- peaks questlnnlng, it is poss1ble to descrlbe a sequence of f
'questions. In plateaus questlonlng, the teacher asks a
series of questions of the same type before asking a more N
complex questlon reqhesting a comparison of or reasons for théA\
previous responses, For example, a'teacher may ésk "When
was Watergate?" "Who was involved in Watergate?" and "Where
did Watcrgate occur?" go as to elicit Fact Stating about Water-
gate. Thus staying on the Fact Stating level for a while before
asking, for example, "Why did'Watetgate,occur?" constitqtesia’

o " -
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,plateauﬁquestioning sequence.

_Ih a peaks questioning sequeece the teaehef esks a
questionﬂend immediately goes to a mofe complex Question'ee as
to elicit a more complex process about the preVious response,
For example, a teacher may ask "When was Watnrgate?" (Fact
Stating) and follow with "Why did Waterpate occur chen?"'(Ex~
plaining). A new vertical sequence may begin when the teacher
returns'te a less complex type of‘questidn. In peaks question-
ing the teacher does noct stay on a plateau but ‘goes "back and -

forth between a "simple'" question and a complex” questlon.

)
1f we plot out the-questions in sequence, we can see why
the labels *plateaus” and "peaks' were chosen for the two types.

Plateaus questioning looks like this:

Complex _ |
Siﬁple '-~—vvaa¢-~J//r——qP'ﬁq
Peeks questioning looks like this:

Complex

Simple

g Third by recording who is the respondent of the question

asked by the teacher it is possible to determine if the teacher

/
is questioning one student at a time or«more than one student

&

at a time, It 13 possible to have a plateau sequence with

.one student or many students just as it is possible to have a
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peak seqbence with one student or many students.

;:The combination of these 3 elements of the framework
yields the following 3 x 2 x 2 cube which serves as a focusing

device for observatrion:

FIGURE 1

peai | K //////////////:;alytic o
o | - /// 'CognitiVe

/// Evaluative
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Process

Empirical-

" Many One

‘Student Respondent
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Given this framework it is possible to raise several
aignlficant questions about the classroom questioning activity
of teachers, Do teachers favor the plateaus type more than the
peaks type of‘questioning? Do teachers question one student at

a time or many students at a time? For which cognitive-process:

:\do teachers question mos.” Does one of the 12 cells of the

cube dominate?

. Six teachers agreed to have an observer gather data in

their classrooms, ‘These teachers were not aware of the focus

of the observation, The six volunteers teach"in the areas of

Social Studies, English, and Science in 2 new suburban New York
City nigh school, grades 7-11, There was. nO/%ttempt to achleve
a controlled sampling of teaehers in the school,’ Rather, the
observer simply visited those teachers who permltted the ob~
server in their classrooms, For purposes of thlS 1n1t1al report

the variety and number of teachers is adequate.

The observer analyzed the recorded data sheets to ascer~

tain the cognltlve process, sequ«nce, and student. respondents

/ (

for the teachers' questions, The results show that about 95%

0

of the questions are for the empirical process, about 90% are

0of the peaks_type, and about 90% are directed to one student as

reepondent. That is to say, the data from'thefsix teacher
) -~

e
observatlons clearly 1nd1cate the strong use of Qea quist10n~

ing with one student respondent involved/}n the emgiricalw'

 cognit1ve process, Flgure 2 indicates 7his by showing the appro-

. priate cell shaded in the cube, This/one cell dominates in the

classroom questioning activity of the/teachers;'
. / :
o

8 /

.



" FIGURE 2
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The data corroborate‘yhat Bellack,'Kliebard, Hyman, and

Smith found in the 1960'3;vtha;;is;/tﬁat the teacher asks

—

4uest£ons involving t@e,em?irical proéesé more'f;equently than
queéfioné ihvolving the anglypit 99d egéluative processeé,
(In that study ﬁhe percengages'afe 79.5 for empirical, 15,7 for
Aanalytic,.and 4,7 for evaidative,) This is not a surprising
j result since a prime objective of schools is tg-teach students
facts, combéfisohs amdng those fécts,’énd explanatiéné connect-~
ed with them. Those educators aévocating valués education in
our échoolsahaye long poipted odt’that téachers spend little
ytiﬁedwith»students'clérifyinﬁ values, anglyzing valﬁes, and re~
solving val;eaéopricts. ‘iqéeéd, tﬁeir”;hole'thrust has beeﬁ
to convince teﬁchers of the;impor;ance of'dealing with values

and to show them ways of teachihngalues education,’ 0bviously,

, e .




'hand themselves.,

there is still a great need for advocates of values education

to persevere in helping teachers to change.

Another result of this study may be known by some strate-~
gists, but to oy knowledge it:has not yet appeared in the
educational literature._ That is, in questioning for the empirical

: . . \
cognitive process, teacﬁers rely on a peaks oattern with one . .
student respondent, This ﬁnteraction~goes counter t0‘theh
stnategy.propOSed’by_educationél reformersjof the 1960's, . The
combined curricultm and teaching reform of the past.dbcade calls
for inductive teafhlng (or dlscovery or enabling or facilitative
or heuristlc or inquxry teachlng, depending on which label you
prefert) The rationale for this type of teachlng rests on the
eleimS'for teaching students the processjof critical (reflective)
thinking and for motivating students in coping with tne topic at
15:'1n this type.of teaching it is necessary to

have data out on the floor bi;ore the students. Only then is

the teacher to ask the students . for conciusions, comparisons, or
. . N\ )

>

'exglanations of the facts. Note the plural ending on the words

"eonclusions,! Ycomparisons,' and ‘¢xplanations” in the previous

sentence. This way of teaching séeks to“have students offer.a

range of conclusions, comﬁgfisons, and explanations so that they
can generate and investigate alternatives. This all means that

plateaus questioning is fundamental to inductive teaching. Indeed,

[ o

thé\yidely known Taba teachingvs$rategies program clearly empha-
gizes this poi.nt:.]'6 ‘ Vo ' N )

Someone might agree that in an inductive process following

a,Deweyan_modeliof Ythe scientifi method" people offer conclu~

10 |

.
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. 8ions whenever.they gather data. That is, they do not Wait

until all the data are available belore offering an explanation
or conclusion to test the hypothesis formulated However, such
an argument ‘does not at all oppose the above claim for plateaus
questioning. Rather, it agrees with ir in that a person is to
gather enough data -- many relevant facts -~ which will permit
the test’ng of| an hypothesis before GOlng that testing. Ob=~
vlously, offering an exﬁlanatlon after each piece of information,

as in a peaks,sequence--is not cOnSOnant with hypothesis testing

as advocated by\a Deweyan approach. The formulating and testing

of hypotheses as’ ‘advorated in "the acientlfic method" requires
e ’ \

\ .
an inductive approach thrOugh a serles of plateau sequences.

‘ . . : |
Furthermore\ for motivational rJasons in our classrooms
J

'
1
|

where there are more rhan 15 students in®luded in a questionlng

lesson at one time, it is probably thter to involve &S many

1

students as possible in the lesson. lf the teacher conducts a
question/answer "dialogue w1th one student -other students often
lose their interest and thelr stake in the class. It is diff1~

eult for the "outsiders! to attend to the progre891on of the S
! .
questlons and thus v1rtual1y impossible for them to particmpate

i

in drawing conclusions ano\offering explanatiOns for the data-f

since they have little or no stake in the matter, This is not, i

|
v / i

to claim that questioning one student ‘at a time has no value at
all. Rather, in general the involving of many students inereases .
/ - &

the resource pool for an lntelligent discussion, the interest of

the students, and the number Jl alternative conclusions and/ex

N . . . N &
planations., - \' ‘ : /

"\
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student At a time with peaks sequences.; This means that a teach-
. ,’ -

er aéks a question of one student for a fact, follows with a
l V2 .

questior, for an explanation, and then moves on to another student.

~ !

lFor examde in its simplest form peaks questioning follows the

pattern below:

L s
. ’ ‘

zTeacher: When was Watergate? ) /
fJonathan: 1972 -% ' , f

%feache:: 0.K. th did it %ccurﬁthen? ‘ “fl,
bon?than:" That s when the campaign was for}Ptesident.
Teakher: . 0. K. ‘Who was. involved7

Luth: : Dean and Mitchell:and tHose other 2 guys,
Teacher: All right,' How were they involved? .

Puth: They got involﬁediin the cover~-up mess,

|

1t is tnis pattern which is incongruent with inductive

Hteaching since it does not. encourage the group of students to’
\./

\
i

examine much data at one time\in order Vor them to dircovei

uhat thosle data add up to for themselves. Moreover, it allows
but one sfudent at a time to offer a fact and to explain that
factt ltfis:not_necessarily true”that the person who-offers

some facts can best explain those facts. Thus, the resource pool
for both facts and explanations is small in a peakse strategy.
When we connect .the three elements of qUestioning into one

dominant %ell of the Cube, as shown in Fipure 2, then we/see the

inconzrue1ce with curriculum and teaching reform as well as the

‘paucity of experiences elicited by /the Qeasher through,Auestion-

} -

1

C ‘ . /

The implications of this brief report are many but one

!

ing,

looms large =~ tﬁachers need help in questioning, Ip“makes”no

b | SRR VI S
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sense to provide 'new curricu': qs.for teachers gnd stu-
dentsland then to counter t with a ﬁrocedure at
odds with the intent of the d......wc8., Teachers need to‘be
sensitized'to the intentioné of the '"new curriculum” materials as
well to understand the th%Pry supporting recently developed
curriculuﬁ materials and teaching'strategieé. ‘In addition, and
npérhaps most imporfant, teachérs need help in framing questions
to suit their'studeﬁts and the justified pedégogical demands of

reformers whether they are knowledge'oriented, skills and processes

oriented, or values oriented. \

In summary, this study investigaées the pattern of teacher
.

questioning regarding three elements -- sequeiice, student re-
spondent, and cognitive proéess. The results indicate that one
pattern, the teacher questioning one studént at a time-for the
empirical process via peaks sequences, dominates all the possible
cells in Ehe 3 x 2 x 2 model developed here. The results show
" an incongruence with éurrent curriculum and teaching reforms and
'indicate the pressing need for helping teachers to learn how to

question in the classroom.

13
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